Increased expression of the FoxP3 functional marker of regulatory T cells following B cell depletion with rituximab in patients with lupus nephritis.
B cell depletion may affect T cell activation and costimulation status in rituximab-treated patients with SLE. We examined whether rituximab administration in patients with active lupus nephritis is related to changes in mRNA expression of genes that define regulatory T cells (Tregs) in peripheral blood lymphocytes, measured by real-time PCR. At the early phase of B cell depletion mRNA levels of CD25, CTLA-4, GITR and the bona fide Treg functional marker FOXP3 increased significantly in all 7 patients examined. In contrast, mRNA levels of the costimulatory/activation T cell molecule CD40L were profoundly reduced, while mRNA levels of TGF-beta, a cytokine contributing to Treg induction, increased significantly in all. During follow-up, increased FOXP3 mRNA persisted in those patients in clinical remission, while in those patients with active disease subsequent decreases were noted. Further studies should examine whether modulation of Tregs by therapeutic B cell depletion contributes and/or predicts lupus disease remission.